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[The following article by Kintto Lucas, with additional information from LADB, is reprinted with
the permission of Noticias Aliadas in Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the July 16, 1998, edition of the
weekly publication Latinamerica Press.]
Ecuador's Tribunal Supremo Electoral (TSE) confirmed on July 20 the victory of Quito mayor Jamil
Mahuad in the July 12 presidential election runoff. Mahuad, of the Democracia Popular (DP),
defeated Alvaro Noboa, of the Partido Roldosista Ecuatoriano (PRE), 51.2% to 48.8%. The official
confirmation came after a tense week during which Noboa, from Ecuador's wealthiest family,
refused to concede. He is demanding a recount in his home province of Guayas. Observers from the
Organization of American States (OAS) have rejected the fraud charges and pronounced the vote
fair. The strong showing by Noboa surprised most pundits.
After the first round on May 31, which moved Noboa and Mahuad into the runoff, Mahuad held a
23-point lead over his opponent in most polls (see NotiSur, 06/05/98). Noboa had originally been
written off because of his ties to former president Abdala Bucaram, who was ousted by Congress in
1997 for "mental incompetence," among other charges (see NotiSur, 02/07/97).
Noboa said Ecuador will "sink into ungovernability" if what he termed fraudulent results are upheld
and Mahuad is allowed to govern. Bucaram, in exile in Panama, originally congratulated Mahuad,
but later said his victory was fraud-ridden and aimed at "destroying my political future and my life."
"I am protesting and will continue to protest for the people," said Noboa. "This is one of the largest
abuses committed. I do not recognize the results and I will recognize them only when they open the
ballot boxes."
On July 22, the TSE turned down Noboa's petition for a recount, but demonstrations continued,
principally in Guayaquil. Public questions Mahuad's decisiveness Mahuad, who will replace interim
President Fabian Alarcon on Aug. 10, received the support of most other first-round candidates.
Despite the widespread backing, however, Mahuad's campaign began losing steam in the face of
charges from Noboa and Mahuad's ambiguous responses to questions about how he would address
Ecuador's many problems.
Former president Rodrigo Borja (1988-1992) who placed third in the first round last May, said
Mahuad paid more attention to "marketing strategies than to defining his position in the face of the
problems affecting the country." Mahuad said his drop in the polls was caused by the government's
failed pre-election attempt to raise natural-gas prices. The move, announced by Alarcon June 25 but
withdrawn two days later, would have raised the price of a tank of the propane gas commonly used
for cooking from US$0.90 to US$4 as part of the plan to lower the country's fiscal deficit, now equal
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to 7% of GDP. Mahuad said Noboa twisted the government decision to make it appear that Mahuad
was involved in the plan. Mahuad originally agreed with the price hike but backpedaled when it
became obvious that most people did not share his view.
Many voters were concerned about Mahuad's apparent fence- sitting, a problem that plagued
Alarcon throughout his short mandate. While many businesspeople called Alarcon's move to
raise the gas price irresponsible, they also expressed reservations about Mahuad, saying he must
demonstrate his ability to govern. Mahuad, 48, has been involved in politics since he led the DP's
youth wing decades ago. He served as labor minister, his first major public post, during Oswaldo
Hurtado's administration (1981-1984), and was later elected to Congress. He first ran for president in
1988, placing fifth. He was elected mayor of Quito in 1992 and re-elected in 1996, when he began to
cultivate a nationwide following. As mayor, he is credited with important infrastructure and publicworks policies, and observers say he has run an efficient administration.
"Mayors are always in touch with the real problems facing the people," Mahuad said before being
elected. Poverty-related problems will greet Mahuad When he takes over from Alarcon, he will have
his hands full. According to official statistics, 60% of Ecuador's 12 million people live in poverty,
and the country is dealing with a massive reduction in hard-currency income as a result of the
international drop in oil prices and the effects of El Nino, which damaged banana crops and shrimp
farms two big earners as well as homes. Heavy rains ruined an estimated 48% of all crops, left more
than 20,000 people homeless, and destroyed 38% of roads along the coast. Combined losses this year
are estimated at US$2.645 billion, 13% of the country's GDP.
Mahuad has promised US$1.6 billion to reconstruct areas hardest hit by El Nino. He says US$800
million will come from international financial institutions, US$400 million from state coffers, and
US$200 million from the sale of bonds. Mahuad hopes the reconstruction campaign will help create
jobs to ease unemployment, which is now over 10%, and underemployment, which affects another
50% of the working population.
The plan will also target industries ruined by the weather. The shrimp industry, which has become
Ecuador's fastest-growing export sector, lost more than US$200 million because of heavy rains that
destroyed fish farms. The president-elect promises to increase exports from US$5.5 billion to US$7.2
billion, principally through construction of hydroelectric plants and a new oil pipeline to carry more
crude oil to the coast. As he tries to reactivate the economy, Mahuad will also have to battle inflation,
which ran at 15% during the first four months of the year and will reach 50% by year-end if the trend
continues, according to the Instituto Nacional de Estadisticas y Censo (INEC). He must also tackle a
US$1.2 billion budget deficit and a foreign debt that tops US$14 billion.
Ecuadorans hope that one of the new president's first moves will be to raise the monthly minimum
wage, which is now US$150. The government estimates the minimum wage should be closer to US
$400 for Ecuadorans to meet basic needs. Mahuad will have to win congressional support Mahuad
promises 5% economic growth and at least 9,000 new jobs, as well as a social-investment plan that
includes construction of 350,000 low-income housing units. To fulfill his promises, Mahuad will need
the support of the country's 121-member unicameral legislature, which has had an antagonistic
relationship with the last few presidents.
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Besides impeaching Bucaram after only seven months, Congress impeached nearly all the ministers
during former President Sixto Duran-Ballen's administration (1992-96). Mahuad's DP holds 32
seats in Congress. He is counting on the support of the Partido Social Cristiano (PSC), which holds
26 seats, and the Izquierda Democratica (ID), with 16 representatives. Both parties supported
Mahuad's presidential bid. Complicating the picture are the touchy peace talks with neighboring
Peru, which aim to end more than 50 years of border troubles. The two countries are moving toward
a definitive peace agreement that would include formal demarcation of a disputed section of border,
but problems remain.
Mahuad supports the peace talks, and Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori has announced that
he will attend Mahuad's inauguration as a sign that he is serious about working with his new
counterpart. Meanwhile, Mahuad will have to juggle pressures from poor people who demand more
social investment, businesspeople who want help to reactivate their industries, and international
financial institutions calling for austerity and spending cuts.

-- End --
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